Cardiovascular morbidity and mortality in Finnish men and women separated temporarily from their parents in childhood--a life course study.
Early-life stress may influence health later in life. We examined morbidity and mortality from cardiovascular disease over 60 years in individuals separated temporarily from their parents in childhood due to World War II. We studied 12,915 members of the Helsinki Birth Cohort Study born from 1934 to 1944, of whom 1726 (13.4%) had been evacuated aboard without their parents to temporary foster families for an average of 1.8 (standard deviation = 1.1) years at an average age of 4.6 (standard deviation = 2.4) years. Data on parental separations were extracted from the Finnish National Archives. Information on use of medication for coronary heart disease and hypertension was derived from the National Register of Medication Reimbursement, and information on coronary events, stroke, and cardiovascular deaths was derived from Finnish Hospital Discharge Register and Causes of Death Register between Years 1971 and 2003. Participants who were separated in childhood used medications for coronary heart disease more frequently than those who were not separated (7.2% versus 4.5%, respectively; hazard ratio [HR] = 1.29, 95% confidence interval [CI] = 1.04-1.59; p = .02). No associations between separation and all-cause mortality (HR = 1.04, 95% CI = 0.90-1.20) or cardiovascular mortality (HR = 0.94, 95% CI = 0.72-1.21) or hospitalizations for cardiovascular disease or stroke were observed. Early-life stress may possibly be a factor predisposing to coronary heart disease decades later, but no evidence was found for increased risk of hospitalizations or mortality.